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Johannes Knudsen as an Educator
A conversation with Harry Jensen
by TH ORVALO HANSEN
In the fall of 1927 Johannes Knudsen began what was to
be a lifelong teaching career. For the next eight years he was
to teach at Grand View College and in the theological
seminary there. He taught courses in Danish as well as in
Scandinavian literature. In the Seminary his specialty was
Church History.
It was far from his first contact with Grand View. He had
lived there as a youth, from 1912 until 1915, while his father
was president of that institution. Later he attended the high
school department there. In 1920, when his parents returned
to Denmark, he went with them. During the next few years
he matriculated at the University of Copenhagen, earning
the degree of Candidate Magnus in 1927, the year of his
return to America. He became a teacher at Grand View
College and remained there until 1935, at which time he was
ordained into the ministry, having been called to serve the
congregation at Askov, Minnesota.
He served at Askov until 1938 when he received and
accepted the call from a congregation at Hartford, Connecticut. During the time he was at Hartford, he took advantage
of the proximity of Hartford Theological Seminary and
enrolled in the doctoral program at that institution. In 1942
he was called to the presidency of Grand View College and
assumed that post during the summer of that year. He had
finished his course work in the Seminary at Hartford and
during his first year back in Des Moines he completed his
doctoral dissertation and was awarded the Doctor of
Divinity degree from Hartford Seminary in 1943.
Knudsen's teaching career spans most of the years of his
life. After his Grand View experience, Knudsen became a
professor and Dean of Graduate Studies at what was to
-17-

become the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. He
held that position until his retirement in 1971.
Though his career as a teacher and educator spans almost
forty years, this assessment of his work is largely confined to
the years which he spent as president of Grand View College.
It was during this period that his abilities, his wealth of
knowledge, and, above all, his concern for the student as a
person came to the fore. In the ten years during which he
served as president, Knudsen had to face two diametrically
opposed problems. During the first part of that period the
College enrollment was seriously effected by the Second
World War. And, not only was there a shortage of students
but rationing made it difficult to arrange for the feeding of
the students who did attend. Those were the days when
virtually the entire student body lived in the dormitory.
With the help of his wife, Ellen, who managed the kitchen
and dining room, Knudsen was able to guide the College
through both kinds of shortages. Then came another
problem, decidedly different and much more welcome, but a
problem nonetheless. This was the expanding enrollment
brought on by the end of the war and an influx of veterans.
It is this period especially which is the focus of this interview with Harry Jensen. Jensen was a student at the College
in the late 1930s and was a student in the Theological
Seminary in 1941. Following military service he earned a
degree in economics at the University of Minnesota in 1946.
He was working in Minneapolis when he was called to
Grand View to become the first Business Manager in 1947.
His coming was also designed to relieve the president of
many administrative responsibilities. Thus began a period of
close relationship with Knudsen, a relationship that
deepened over the years, and has fostered in Harry Jensen a
keen understanding and deep appreciation of Knudsen, not
only as an educator but as a close friend.
In what follows, which takes the format of an interview,
specific questions were asked and are dealt with by Jensen.
While the answers given do not purport to be direct quotations, they do constitute the substance of his replies.
Q. Tell me something about how you came to Grand
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View as Business Manager, a position that later evolved into
Vice President for Finance.
A. I had completed my work at the University of Minnesota and was employed in Minneapolis. The job was a
temporary position. It was suggested to Dr. Knudsen by
some members of the College Board that I might be interested in a position as Business Manager at Grand View. Joe
and I talked at length about it at the Church convention in
Racine in June of 1947. Later he invited me to Des Moines to
discuss the position in more detail. The result was that I
came to Grand View in the fall of 1947. I was delighted at the
prospect because I had long felt that I wanted to be associated with church work and coming to the College gave me
a golden opportunity to do so.
Q. I presume the reason for the addition of the Business
Manager position lay in the fact that the enrollment had increased to the extent that the president needed help. He could
not continue to do a good job of teaching while attending to
a myriad of other details.
A. Yes, this is true but it is only part of the reason. It is
true, the president had too many things to attend to. While
Joe did an adequate job of running the school, his real interest and ability lay in teaching. It was necessary to have some
of the burden lifted from his shoulders so he could give more
attention to academic matters, and to teaching in particular,
as that was his first love. I'm convinced that all too often the
really good teacher ends up in administration or research
and not in the classroom. This is very unfortunate and I've
always been thankful that Joe ended up in the classroom
where he could be a real influence on students.
The other thing is that the returning veterans made the
administration of Grand View a whole new ball game, as we
say. Joe strongly believed in "in loco parentis," the idea that
the College, in its administration, must act in the place of the
absent parents. This was understood and accepted at a time
when most of the students were minors. However, the
returning veterans were older and had experienced years of
military service. It was difficult for them to understand and
submit to the notion that someone should oversee their lives
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to such an extent. Still, Joe felt a responsibility to the parents
and was often not on the same wave length as the older
students in this matter. There were no serious conflicts but
the potential was there in a mutual lack of understanding. I
had been in the military and served two years in Europe so I
could understand the position of the veterans as well as that
of Joe. My coming, and living at the College, took this load
off Joe's shoulders and was generally satisfactory to those
involved.
Q. Can you say anything about Joe's rel~tionships with
the students.
A. Joe expected students to accept and abide by the rules
that made common living in the dormitories both possible
and acceptable to parents. This created friction with students
from time to time. However, much as older students in
particular resented these rules and the enforcement of them,
they, nevertheless, had a profound respect for Joe. Years
later, at alumni gatherings, some who had been the most
obstreperous as students, voiced deep appreciation for their
years at Grand View and had nothing but praise for Dr.
Knudsen.
In his dealings with students, Joe had another side which
is not often mentioned but was exhibited on many occasions.
When Joe and Ellen lived at the College, and later when they
lived in a house on Morton Street, their home was always
open to the students. Joe could be very sympathetic and
understanding when problems arose in the lives of students
and he would go out of his way to be of help. A minor
example of this is that during the early years of his
incumbency, Joe's was the only car on the campus. Time and
again he loaned it to students if he felt it was really necessary. I'm not so sure some students didn't take advantage of
this, but if Joe erred it was on the side of generosity.
Q. It is no secret that Joe could become very angry. How
did this effect his relationships with students and with the
faculty?
A. This had no lasting effect in either case. Basically, Joe
was kind and had the student's best interests at heart and it
was not long before students became aware of it. Thus, flare
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ups, on either the student's part or Joe's part, were
temporary and quickly displaced by a mutual respect. As for
the faculty, on the whole they got along well with Joe. After
all, many of them had grown up with Joe. They knew his
failings as he knew theirs and in such an atmosphere no
lasting damage is done by momentary disagreements, or
flare ups.
Q. Did you ever have a serious disagreement with Joe? If
so, would you care to elaborate?
A. I have thought about that question a good deal since
it was first submitted to me but I really can't recall any major
disagreement. Of course, we did not see eye to eye on everything but we were always able to settle our differences in an
amicable way. Perhaps the basic reason lies in the fact that
we had different spheres of activity. Joe was happy to let me
manage the financial affairs of the College and to deal with
many other facets of administration. On the other hand, I
did not attempt to enter into areas, such as classroom teaching, where he was truly my superior. The only serious difference of opinion we had was regarding his resignation as
president. I was not able to persuade him to change his mind
even though I knew he did not want to give up the
presidency.
Q. School Board meetings in those days were generally
the highlights of the school year. The Board would be at the
College for two or three days during each semester, hold
meetings with the president, and visit informally with
students and faculty. Do you want to say anything about
the relationship between Joe and the School Board?
A. The Board had chosen Joe as president and they had
confidence in his academic ability but they did have disagreements with him. These grew out of the nature of the
operation of Grand View. It was owned and operated by the
Church and, therefore, the Board sometimes felt called upon
to involve itself in many minor matters regarding the operation of the school. The Board often confused their function,
which was to set policy, with involvement in what was
strictly the administration's responsibility. Naturally, this
led to differences of opinion but these were generally
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resolved with no undue difficulty.
When Erling "Dane" Jensen became chairman of the
School Board, he and Joe sometimes locked horns. Both
were very capable and learned men. They shared a mutual
respect but they could both be rather strong willed at times.
Thus it was that, at a 1952 meeting of the Board, a hastily
tendered resignation by Joe, and a just as hasty acceptance
by the Board, led to the termination of Dr. Knudsen's
presidency at the College.
Q. The Junior College was accredited by the North
Central Association in 1958. Had any steps been taken along
this line during Joe's incumbency?
A. Joe was well aware of the need to have the College
accredited but he knew it could not be done under the circumstances that existed at that time. He did, therefore,
initiate studies and inquiries as to the specific changes that
would be needed to meet the requirements of the North
Central Association. Accreditation is a long, slow process
and Joe's administration could only lay the groundwork
through self-studies by the faculty and advice from a
consultant brought in for that purpose.
Q. While you were no longer directly involved in the
same day to day activities, your friendship with Joe
continued after he resigned as College president. Do you
have any comments regarding those years?
A. When Joe left the College as president he went to
Denmark for a year to study Grundtvig and as a result he
wrote the book, Danish Rebel. The next year, by previous
action of the School Board, Joe returned as Dean of the
Seminary. He remained in the position until, a year later, he
was called to be a professor at the United Lutheran Church's
Seminary at Maywood. In 1960 the Grand View Seminary
ceased a separate existence and merged with the Seminary at
Maywood. Later, of course it became a seminary of the
Lutheran Church in America and moved to a location near
the University of Chicago. The name was changed to the
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. Now it is a school
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.
Joe's years at Maywood and in Chicago were happy
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years for him. He was in his element. He was in daily contact
with men, who like him, had a deep and abiding interest in
theology. They became a sounding board for his views as he
did for theirs. Some of his views, primarily those regarding
the Danish pastor, hymn writer, and educator, N.F.S.
Grundtvig, were new to them but they gradually gained
acceptance. A whole generation of theological students was
influenced by them. Joe became a member of the Joint Commission on Lutheran Unity which was charged with the
responsibility of negotiating the merger that eventually led
to the formation of the Lutheran Church in America. Indeed,
his theological views are reflected in the constitution which
was adopted by that body. So, while Grand View lost an
able president and teacher when Joe resigned, he became a
spokesman for the Grundtvigian viewpoint in the larger
church. He could not possibly have accomplished this if he
had remained as president of Grand View College.
Since his retirement, when Joe and Ellen moved back to
Des Moines, we remained close friends and spent many
hours together. He was always busy; he wrote constantly,
either as editor of Kirke og Folk or writing essays and poetry
on theological issues. He also did a great deal of translating
from Danish to English of prose as well as hymns and songs.
Q. Would you care to summarize in a few words your
impressions of Johannes Knudsen as an educator?
A. I have talked with many pastors who sat in Joe's
classes in the Seminary. They all express deep appreciation
for the insights that Joe brought to them. They agree that Joe
brought them a deeper understanding of the Gospel and that
he played a significant role in deepening their faith.
To me he was first and foremost a loving friend, but he
also served on many occasions as my teacher. Joe had the
most fabulous memory of anyone I have ever known. He
understood History; he understood Theology; he
understood Astronomy - you name it - and he could bring
them all together in a harmony that brought light to anyone
attempting to comprehend the puzzles in today's world.
I could teach Joe a lot about how to handle finances and
how to confront the problems of "Old Main," but Joe could
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teach the meaning of life, the understanding of God's
purposes, and so much more. In Joseph Sittler's book,
Gravity and Grace, the author writes, "If you ask me what
makes a good teacher, I can tell you that he or she gives off
the notion, 'What I'm talking about is enormously important
and alluring and exciting, and I wish you knew more about
it'." Dr. Sittler was one of Joe Knudsen's best friends while
both were teaching in Chicago. I'll never know, but I am
convinced he would say, as I would, about Joe Knudsen,
"There was a man who could teach."
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